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Introduction: The Focus on Dress Code and Post-Traumatic Bliss Disorder 


The podcast begins with the hosts, Chandrashekhara Acharya Dasa and Paramshreya 
Dasa, discussing dress codes in the Hare Krishna movement (ISKCON) and their 
connection to psychological and sociological concepts. They coin the term “Post-Traumatic 
Bliss Disorder” to describe a phenomenon where devotees cling to specific external 
practices—such as traditional Indian clothing—not for theological reasons, but as a 
psychological response tied to deeply blissful experiences in their spiritual lives. 


The speakers explain that they aim to explore the theological, historical, and psychological 
reasons behind the obsession with dress codes. They seek to understand why, despite Srila 
Prabhupada’s many statements downplaying the importance of dress, traditional attire 
remains such a contentious topic in ISKCON. 


The Johari Window and Generational Blind Spots 


One of the tools used to explain the psychology of devotees is the Johari Window, a model 
that categorizes self-awareness into four quadrants: 


Open Area: Traits known to oneself and others. 

Hidden Area: Traits known only to oneself. 

Blind Spot: Traits visible to others but unknown to oneself. 
Unknown Area: Traits unknown to both oneself and others. 


pa 


The hosts apply this concept to generational blind spots in ISKCON, emphasizing how 
devotees from the first generation may unconsciously cling to certain practices, such as 
wearing traditional Indian dress, because they associate these with their most euphoric 
spiritual experiences. 


Post-Traumatic Bliss Disorder: The Psychological Connection 


The podcast introduces the concept of Post-Traumatic Bliss Disorder, which draws 
parallels to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). In PTSD, a traumatic event is linked to 
unrelated sensory triggers, causing irrational reactions later in life. Similarly, the hosts argue 
that euphoric experiences in ISKCON’s early days—such as mass kirtanas or meeting Srila 
Prabhupada—have been tied to specific external factors, like traditional dress. 


For instance, a veteran may hear a song like Dancing Queen by ABBA during a traumatic 
event, and years later, that song might trigger a breakdown. In the same way, devotees may 
associate saris, dhotis, old VW buses, halwa recipes or certain kirtana melodies with their 
spiritual peak moments, making it psychologically difficult to let go of these external 
elements. 


Allegories and Analogies: Rockets, Cats, and the Road Runner 


Several allegories and examples are used to illustrate the dynamics of dress codes and 
tradition in ISKCON: 


1. 


The Rocket Analogy: 

The speakers explains that if two rockets are launched with a tiny difference in 
angle—0.00001 degrees—they may appear parallel initially. However, over 
light-years, they end up vastly apart. Similarly, small differences in how religious 
communities define their dress codes can lead to significant consequences over 
time. For example, Amish communities require all members to wear distinct attire, 
while other Christian groups allow only clergy to dress differently, and some have no 
dress distinctions at all. Each model creates vastly different outcomes for inclusivity, 
outreach, and membership retention. 

The White Cat Story: 

The allegory of a temple ritual disrupted by a stray white cat highlights how traditions 
can form accidentally. In the story, monks tie the cat to a pillar to prevent it from 
disrupting the ritual. Generations later, tying a white cat to the pillar becomes a 
sacred tradition, even though its original purpose is forgotten. This serves as a 
metaphor for how certain ISKCON practices, like traditional Indian dress, may have 
become sacralized without clear theological justification. 

The Road Runner Analogy: 

The podcasters compare the evolution of dress code adherence among ISKCON 
householders to the Road Runner cartoon. In the show, the coyote runs off a cliff but 
continues running in mid-air before realizing there’s no ground beneath him. Similarly, 
many brahmacārīs (celibate monks) from the early ISKCON days eventually 
transitioned to grhastha (householder) life, recognizing it as their natural āśrama. 
However, householders in ISKCON have not yet fully transitioned to wearing Western 
clothes, despite its practicality for outreach. 


Historical Context: Srila Prabhupada’s Guidance on Dress 


The hosts emphasize that Srila Prabhupadda was pragmatic about dress. Several quotes are 
shared to support this: 


1. 


2. 


Prabhupada once defined grhastha dress as “a nice coat, pant, and 
suit—gentlemanly.” 

He praised a devotee, Balavanta, for wearing a suit and tie with tilaka and tulast 
beads during a political campaign, calling it “American Krishna consciousness.” 


3. Prabhupada explicitly stated that ISKCON should focus on the soul, not the external 
dress, and that devotees should adapt to their environment. 


Despite this, the hosts observe that many devotees continue to insist on traditional Indian 
dress, even in Western contexts, often confusing cultural symbols with spiritual principles. 


Practical Considerations: Dress Codes and Outreach 


The discussion highlights practical issues with traditional Indian dress for Western outreach. 
The speakers argue that: 


e Western clothes are less confrontational and more relatable, increasing the chances 
of meaningful engagement with the public. 

e Traditional Indian dress can alienate newcomers who might otherwise feel inclined to 
explore Krishna consciousness. 

e A mixed approach, where some devotees wear traditional attire while others dress in 
elegant Western clothing, could strike a balance. 


Chandrashekhara supports the idea of free choice, allowing devotees to dress in whichever 
style they prefer. However, he notes that mixed dress styles often lead to a disproportionate 
focus on those wearing Indian clothes, as people are naturally drawn to novelty. 


The Problem of Superficial Perceptions 
The hosts delve into the issue of superficial perceptions within ISKCON. For example: 


e A devotee wearing Indian clothes, a shaved head, and a sikha may be perceived as 
more dedicated or advanced, even if this is not the case. 

e This perpetuates the misconception that external appearances equate to spiritual 
depth, which can discourage those who wish to dress neutrally for outreach 
purposes. 


One of the speakers shares a personal anecdote where he was overlooked during an 
outreach event because he was dressed in Western attire, while another devotee in 
traditional Indian dress was perceived as more “serious.” The other speaker however points 
out that according to his experience devotees in Western clothing were approached 
significantly more often by pedestrians. 


Cultural and Sociological Observations 
The hosts also explore sociological aspects of dress codes in ISKCON: 


1. Cultural Context: 
Indian devotees, both in India and abroad, often feel proud when Westerners adopt 


Krishna consciousness. This “dancing white elephant” phenomenon inspires Indians 
to take pride in their spiritual heritage. 

Regional Differences: 

The approach to dress varies widely across ISKCON communities. For example, 
temples in regions with predominantly Indian congregations are often more flexible 
about dress codes, while temples with predominantly Western congregations can be 
more rigid. 


The Importance of Flexibility and Adaptation 


The hosts agree that ISKCON’s success as an international society depends on its ability to 
adapt to different cultural contexts. They advocate for: 


Free choice: Allowing devotees to choose their attire based on personal preference 
and situational needs. 

Contextualization: Emphasizing substance over form, focusing on spreading 
Krishna consciousness rather than adhering to cultural norms from a specific region. 
Education: Helping devotees understand that external appearances are secondary 
to spiritual principles. 


Concluding Thoughts: The Future of ISKCON 


The podcast concludes with reflections on the future of ISKCON and the role of dress codes 
in its mission. The hosts acknowledge that: 


Srila Prabhupada’s mission was to create an international society, not merely a 
cultural enclave. 

Adapting dress codes to local norms could help ISKCON reach a broader audience 
while staying true to its spiritual essence. 

The process of change will take time, but open discussions like this podcast are a 
step in the right direction. 


The hosts invite their audience to share their thoughts and perspectives, emphasizing the 
relevance of this topic for the continued growth and success of ISKCON. 


